



Investigating the Effect of the Learning Circle on Group 





The learning circle is a simple language learning activity that is designed to: 1) lower students’ 
anxiety and stress; 2) set the stage for group formation and cohesion; and 3) allow the teacher 
and students to learn, remember, and use each other’s names.  It has been designed to help 
foster a more cohesive classroom environment and is conducted by the teacher and students 
forming a circle and sharing slightly personal information with one another. By conducting the 
activity in a lighthearted way, students should feel secure to take risks in class and realize that 
mistakes are not only okay but a crucial part of the language learning process. This paper uses a 
questionnaire to investigate whether or not the learning circle has any effect on group cohesion 
and/or lowering anxiety in EDC class at Rikkyo University. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The introductory lesson of any class, and especially a foreign language class, can be a source of 
anxiety and stress for students especially in the EDC context since they are freshmen and are 
meeting each other for the first time.  In the case of the EDC program, students can be 
“overwhelmed by the expectation of sustaining long discussions” (Hunter, 2012, pp. 2-23) in 
English.  They are adjusting to many new routines and challenges in their lives, both inside and 
outside of the classroom, and a discussion class in English can add to their overall stress level.  
These first weeks are especially important, and according to Ehrman and Dornyei (1998), “some 
basic characteristics and the foundations of further development become firmly established in 
those early days” (p. 110).  Thus, one of the primary goals of this activity has been to create 
and foster a relaxed learning environment by lowering students’ anxiety and stress. It is hoped 
that the relationships that form in the first five weeks of the semester will carry through for the 
remainder of the semester and allow the students to form cohesive and productive groups.   
Though the idea of group cohesion has been around for many years, it is a characteristic 
of human interaction that is quite elusive in nature.  Although authors such as Mullen & 
Copper (1994) have found that cohesiveness is composed of three factors (interpersonal 
attraction, commitment to task, and group pride), cohesiveness still today does not have very 
well-standardized or well-validated measures (Hogg, 1992).  Defined by Festinger, Schacter, 
and Beck as “the attractiveness of the group for its members” (as cited in Libo, 1953, p. 2), 
cohesiveness has actually been the subject of more research than any other aspect of group 
culture.  As Dornyei and Murphey (2004) posit, “this reflects the general belief of scholars that 
the closeness and ‘we feeling’ of a group is a key factor – if not the key factor – in determining 
every aspect of the group’s life” (p. 62).  Forsyth (2010) says that cohesiveness “can lay claim 
to being group dynamics’ most theoretically important concept” (p. 117). It is also possible that 
cohesion acts as a “lubricant” that “minimizes the friction due to the human ‘grit’ in the system” 
(Mullen & Copper, 1994, p. 213). 
The first time a group forms, there can be many common, unpleasant feelings that 
learners experience. Some of these feelings include: “general anxiety, general lack of confidence, 
anxiety about using the L2 and anxiety about not knowing what to do (comprehending)” 
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(Dornyei & Murphey, 2004, pp. 14-15). Creating a “stress-free….cooperative classroom 
environment” (Nation & Newton, 2009, p. 19), as well as a classroom that is seen as a 
community “where learners learn through collaboration and sharing” (Brown, 2005, p. 10) 
should be seen as one of the main responsibilities of the teacher.   
The importance of reducing language anxiety (Young, 1991) cannot be understated and 
according to MacIntyre (1995), it is possible that more stressed students “will not learn as 
quickly as relaxed students” (p. 96).  Thus to help develop cohesive groups, the teacher’s role 
should be one of empathetic facilitator (Brown, 2007; Dornyei & Murphey, 2004) whose job is 
to “establish a friendly climate and manage group anxiety” (Dornyei & Murphey, 2004, p. 51).  
Thus it is hoped that this activity will be helpful in setting the stage for group formation and 
cohesion since the students will be forming a cohesive group right from the start which, 
correspondingly, should result in “better, less inhibited, and more communication” (Hogg, 1992, 
p. 41) with students who are more willing to try out and use language in their discussions.  
As Dornyei and Murphey (2004) state, the most important factor in “fostering 
intermember relationships is learning about each other as much as possible, which involves 
sharing genuine personal information” (p. 20).  They go on to say that remembering student 
names and having “students learn each other’s names….is a powerful rapport-building tool for 
the classroom” (p. 28).  Thus with this activity, by the end of the first lesson, both the teacher 
and the students should know each other’s names and will have learned some basic, personal 
information about each other.  Forsyth (2010) states that communication of personal 
information is termed self-disclosure, and that self-disclosure serves “the important function of 




The participants in this study were freshmen from 12 of the author’s fall semester EDC classes. 
The majors of study represented by the students were quite wide ranging: economics, law, 
psychology, tourism, sociology, literature, community welfare and international business. Not 
every student in every class participated. Out of a total possible of 94 students, 84 (n=84) 




A questionnaire (see appendix) was designed in order to collect data and was chosen because of: 
1) the efficiency of obtaining a large amount of responses in a short time, and 2) the fact that the 
questionnaire data evaluates attitudinal data (Dornyei & Taguchi, 2010).  Although the items on 
the questionnaire were not questions per se, the instrument fits Brown’s (2001) definition of 
questionnaires as being “any written statements that present respondents with a series of 
questions or statements to which they are to react either by writing out their answers or selecting 
from among existing answers” (p. 6).  There was also space to write additional comments. 
The questionnaire was originally created in English, translated into Japanese and then 
back translated into English so as to ensure question accuracy (Dornyei & Taguchi, 2010).  A 
four point Likert scale was used using the categories “strongly disagree (SD), disagree (D), 
agree (A), and strongly agree (SA).” The neutral category was avoided (i.e. neither agree nor 
disagree) so that the participants had to make a “real choice” (Dornyei & Taguchi, 2010, p. 28).  







Overall, the results showed positive attitudes toward the learning circle in that the large majority 
of responses to the question items were in the A and SA categories. For example, concerning 
item #5, "The learning circle helps me feel less anxious speaking English", 89% agreed in some 
form (i.e., 69% A, 20% SA) while only 11% of respondents disagreed.  In terms of how the 
learning circle relates to general anxiety, for item #6, "The learning circle helps me feel less 
anxious around my classmates", the results were again overwhelmingly positive with 60% A and 
35% SA. 
In terms of how effective the learning circle has been in fostering group cohesion, for 
item #8, "The learning circle has helped our class have a closer connection with each other", 
75% of the respondents agreed and 18% strongly agreed, leaving only 6% that disagreed. 
Regarding the third reason for which this activity was designed to do, i.e. to allow the teacher 
and students to learn, remember and use each other's names, for item #11, "The learning circle 
helps me learn and remember my classmate's names", 18% agreed while 79% strongly agreed.  
 
DISCUSSION 
The results of the questionnaire are significant for a few reasons. From the results it is clear that 
Rikkyo freshmen students in EDC feel anxious both around people they don't know (#1 - 50% A, 
26% SA) and when speaking English (#2 - 57% A, 20% SA). They also indicated that it is 
important NOT to feel anxious when they are around their classmates (#3 - 38% A, 49% SA) 
and when speaking English (#4 - 40% A, 55% SA). Thus from looking at the results of items #5 
and #6 above, it is evident that the learning circle is effective at reducing learner anxiety. 
Though there was only one item that specifically dealt with the effectiveness of the 
learning circle in forming group cohesion (#8), it was shown that the respondents indicated that 
the learning circle did have a positive effect on bringing the group closer together as 75% and 
18% strongly agreed with the statement, “The learning circle has helped our class have a closer 
connection with each other.” The results also established that the learning circle was very 
effective in helping the students to learn each other's names. This is significant since learning 
names is related to both anxiety and group cohesion in this study. For example, of the 
respondents in #13, 61% A and 32% SA that learning classmates' names make them feel less 
anxious in EDC. Though 24% of the respondents disagreed with the statement (#12), "Learning 
my classmates' names helps me feel more connected to my classmates", 57% A and 19% SA, 
keeping the overall majority firmly in the A scale.  
One last significant point of the results concerns the students' attitudes towards the 
importance of using names in class (#10) with 8% agreeing and 92% strongly agreeing. For 
question #14, "I use my classmates' names in EDC", 48% A and 49% SA whereas for item #15, 
"My classmates use my name in EDC", 54% A and 42% SA. It is clear that in the EDC context, 
students feel that using names is important and that they evaluated themselves overwhelmingly 
both using each other's names and having their names be used.  
A few respondents wrote additional comments and the comments that were wrote were 
fairly brief. One respondent wrote simply, "I enjoyed the learning circle." Another wrote, "I 
didn't know anyone in class so to introduce myself and get some information about classmates is 
good." Perhaps the most poignant comment was,  
"I am naturally a nervous person so the learning circle gives time to warm-up which is 
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good. It is also is good because remembering someone's name brings a closer 
connection to them. I am happy to have a close connection to them because then I can 
speak both Japanese and English." 
As Japanese is not allowed in EDC, this last comment is particularly interesting as the 
respondent equates the connection that can be formed inside the classroom to connections that 
can be formed outside the classroom as well (i.e. speaking Japanese). 
Anecdotally, I think that one of the reasons this activity is seemingly successful in 
bringing groups together is for the fact of the entire class standing together for the simple task of 
remembering each other’s name and a piece of information. Because of the simplicity of this 
activity and because it involves the whole class (plus the teacher) doing it together, I feel that a 
sense of camaraderie, however slight it may be, is created.  EDC instructors are often distraught 
that some of their students don’t work well together and have a general lack of togetherness.  
While I can’t say for certain that this activity will help students to get along, it does seem that for 
creating a sense of cohesiveness and a general lowering of anxiety, the learning circle has a 
definite place in the EDC classroom. Whether this sense of cohesiveness will translate into better 
performance in class is the subject for another study.  
 
CONCLUSION 
While the results of the questionnaire were mostly positive for the purposes of this paper, there 
were quite a few limitations of the study. Obviously the sample size was quite small at n=84, 
thus a larger number of respondents might yield different results. Students in the fall semester 
were the only participants in this study. These students have already had one semester of EDC 
and are familiar with the structure of the class and thus may be less anxious in general than their 
spring semester counterparts. Therefore it would be wise to administer this questionnaire to the 
spring semester students as well. 
A second limitation of this study was that no rigorous statistical tests were done to 
analyze the data (e.g. ANOVA) nor the questionnaire items themselves (e.g. Cronbach's Alpha). 
Thus it is difficult to say whether internal consistency has been achieved or not. If a further 
study was attempted using a data collection instrument similar to the questionnaire used in this 
study, it would be wise to use rigorous statistical analysis to ensure the validity and reliability of 
the data collection instrument. 
In terms of if the learning circle is responsible for lowering students' anxiety and in 
forming cohesive groups in EDC class it would also be helpful to design some questionnaire 
items that can be used to evaluate students' attitudes in classes in which the learning circle was 
not employed so as to analyze the differences. For example, when the learning circle is used in 
the first four weeks of class, will there be any decrease in students' anxiety compared to a class 
where the learning circle was not used? This kind of examination could possibly yield more 
fruitful information as to whether the learning circle is effective in lowering students' anxiety 
and in forming cohesive groups. It also would have been useful to have designed more items that 
aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of the learning circle in forming group cohesion as there was 
only one item that could be said to have dealt with this topic. 
The above being said, from the results of this study, it can be concluded that the learning 
circle is effective for the reasons which it has been designed. The results indeed indicate that it 
not only lowers students' anxiety in EDC class, but is helpful in fostering group cohesion as well 
as being successful in helping the students to learn each other's names. However, if a further 




comparative set of data would be useful to ensure the effectiveness of the learning circle in 
lowering anxiety and forming group cohesion. 
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APPENDIX - Fall Semester EDC Questionnaire  
 
Please answer the questions below.  
以下の質問に答えてください。 
 
(1) I sometimes feel anxious around people I don’t know. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
知らない人と一緒にいると緊張してしまうことがある。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(2) I sometimes feel anxious speaking English. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
英語を話す時緊張してしまうことがある。 
a.全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(3) It is important not to feel anxious around my classmates. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
クラスメイトといる時に緊張しないことは大切である。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(4) It is important not to feel anxious when speaking English. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
英語を話す時に緊張しないことは大切である。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(5) The learning circle helps me feel less anxious speaking English. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
ラーニングサークルのおかげで英語を話す時の緊張が緩和された。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
(6) The learning circle helps me feel less anxious around my classmates. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
ラーニングサークルのおかげでクラスメイトといる時の緊張が緩和された。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(7) The learning circle helps me feel less anxious in EDC. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
ラーニングサークルのおかげでディスカッションクラスでの緊張が緩和された。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(8) The learning circle has helped our class have a closer connection with each other. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
ラーニングサークルのおかげでクラスメイトと親しくなれた。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 




strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
ラーニングサークルのおかげでクラスメイトについて知ることが出来た。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(10) Learning my classmates' names is important in EDC class. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
クラスメイトの名前を知ることはディスカッションクラスでは大切だ。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(11) The learning circle helps me learn and remember my classmates’ names. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
ラーニングサークルのおかげでクラスメイトの名前を知り、覚えることが出来た。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(12) Learning my classmates' names helps me feel more connected to my classmates. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
クラスメイトの名前を知ることで他の学生と親しくなれた。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(13) Learning my classmates' name makes me feel less anxious in EDC. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
クラスメイトの名前を知ることでディスカッションクラスでの緊張が緩和された。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(14) I use my classmates' name in EDC. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
ディスカッションクラスでクラスメイトの名前を呼んでいる。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
(15) My classmates use my name in EDC. 
strongly disagree         disagree            agree           strongly agree 
ディスカッションクラスでクラスメイトは私の名前を呼んでいる。 
a. 全然そう思わない b. あまりそう思わない c. 少しそう思う d. すごくそう思う 
 
In the space below, please provide any additional comments. 
その他にコメントがあれば記入してください。 
 
